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Tourism is booming worldwide with eco-tours growing rapidly. Nigel 
Williams looks at the challenges facing the Galapagos Islands.
Pressure pointsIt’s a familiar sight on many 
Caribbean and other tropical 
islands: as dawn breaks, the 
gleaming hulls of the massive 
cruise liners can be seen in the 
distance as they approach port 
ready to disgorge thousands of 
tourists for a day’s sightseeing. 
Many islands are big enough 
and have sufficient infrastructure 
for this to pass off with minimal 
environmental impact but a 
growing number of tourists 
are seeking ‘eco-tours’ putting 
growing pressure on the 
environment. 
And for one tropical island 
archipelago, the new pressures 
are posing a major challenge. 
Later this month the Galapagos 
Islands, probably the world’s top 
eco-tourist destination, will be 
visited by a cruise ship carrying 
five times the number of tourists 
carried by any previous boat, 
raising alarms amongst those 
working to conserve the islands’ 
unique flora and fauna.
Back in the late 1980s, the 
annual number of visitors to the islands was about 40,000. But last 
year that figure reached 100,000. 
The arrival of the cruise ship 
Discovery, which plans to visit 
twice a year, suggests that this 
upward trend will continue.
The local population has 
also grown dramatically. The 
last census, in 2001, estimated 
the permanent population to 
be around 18,000. It is now the 
fastest growing province in 
Ecuador, and 27,000 people are 
thought to be living in the three 
per cent of land on the islands 
not designated as a national park. 
There are fears this number will 
double over the next decade.
Now, says Graham Watkins, 
director of the Charles Darwin 
Foundation, which coordinates 
conservation research on the 
islands, a fresh approach is 
needed. “The only future for 
conserving the Galapagos is 
one in which the different human 
interests on the islands work 
closely together. Biologists can no 
longer work in isolation, advising 
park managers on what makes scientific sense. They have begun 
to open up and communicate 
more effectively with other 
interests in the archipelago,” he 
says.
Since the early 1990s, there 
has been a tension between 
the needs of conservation and 
the needs of the local people. 
At the height of hostilities in 
1995, disgruntled fishermen 
levelled death threats at the only 
surviving giant tortoise from 
one of the islands and a major 
tourist draw for the conservation 
enterprise. But the Special Law 
of the Galapagos, passed in 
1998, signalled a new era of 
cooperation between the different 
interests on the islands.
“Conservation of the 
Galapagos can only work if the 
biodiversity in the archipelago 
is owned in the hearts and 
minds of those that live there. 
If the local community does not 
benefit, it’s not going to support 
conservation,” says Watkins. It 
is a hard-won lesson that many 
other countries will need to  
learn in the face of the many  
and varied pressures from  
eco-tourism.Stepping up: Tourist numbers are soaring in the Galapagos, increasing the pressure on a range of conflicting interests. (Picture: 
JTB/OSF.)
